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Michael Polanyi has argued that tacit knowing—the consolidation and integration of
earlier achievements from which to launch further advances—plays an essential role in evo-
lution. Tacit knowledge is often transmitted by observation and imitation—what anthropolo-
gist Rene Girard calls mimesis. Girard suggests that this mimetic tendency has had both
beneficial and negative effects: violent outbreaks of mimetic rivalry anu)ng early hominids
necessitated the development of ritual controls, representing the begiiuiing of culture. Be-
neath all culture, a universal scapegoating mechanism—hunuuikind's "original sin"—remains
hidden. Jewish and Christian scriptures present a countervailing culturalforce, challenging
human beings to develop in directions not dependent on rivalry and violence.
In the image of God?
Then God said, "Let us make human-
kind in our image, according to our
likeness.... So God created humankind
in the divine image, in the image of
God were they created, male and
female God created them.
(Gen 2:26-27)
Has sin become extinct? As opponents of
the theory of evolution increasingly find theni-
selves at the fringes of theological discourse,
it is difficult to say what, if anything, remains
of that story of the Fall that served theolo-
gians so well for so long. Adam, Eve, and the
devil have been ceded to the folklorists and
psychologists. Evil is confined to the mind
and the detemiinisms of history, or relativized.
Without an agreed-upon moral base, who is
to say what is "bad" or "good"?
Yet the story of the Fall served an impor-
tant function, now often overlooked. It ex-
isted to safeguard the obstinate belief, shared
by Jews and Christians, in the goodness of
creation. The temptation to reject the world
and material things is never far from the spiri-
tual quest. What better way to explain the
scientific evidence—that nature is ruled by
disease, corruption, and death—than to say,
with Platonism, that God never had anything
to do with the making of such a world? Chris-
tianity fought hard to reject this option, por-
traying a good creation enslaved by sin and
"groaning" for liberation (Rom 8:22). Human
beings bear the very image of God, it says,
albeit distorted by sin. In Christ, the renewal
of that original goodness is already underway.
With evolution accepted as reality, what
becomes of this account? There is no simple
answer. But I would like to suggest a starting
place: the forbidden tree, the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil, from which Eve
and Adam ate.
This paper is about sin and the evolution
of knowing. It calls upon the work of two
modern-day scientists, the chemist and phi-
losopher Michael Polanyi and the antliropolo-
gist Rene Girard, to explore the relationship
between consciousness and sin. Anthropol-
ogy, like all the social sciences, has been criti-
cized by the natural sciences as "fuzzy sci-
ence." Nevertheless, because it seeks to give
a reliable account of human society and cul-
ture from its earliest origins, making sense of
them from a biological as well as a social,
historical, and cultural point of view, there is
reason to hope that it could eventually help to
bridge the current division between religion
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and the natural sciences. Girard, for one, has
dared to cross that divide. His interest in vio-
lence and the sacred leads him to engage the
Bible and the Christian proclamation in ways
that challenge everyone, of whatever camp,
to hear that proclamation anew, and to ask if
we are not, after all, part of that Bible story.
Michael Polanyi and the evolution
of meaning
So out of the ground the Lord God
formed every animal of the field and
every bird of the air, and brought them
to the man to see what he would call
them; and whatever the man called
every living creature, that was its name.
(Gen 2:19)
Polanyi begins with the basic evolution-
ary premise that the highest forms of life are
traceable to the lowliest beginnings. This is
not to say, with neo-Darwinism, that higher
Sacrifice ritually repeats thefounding
murder and reclaims its beneficial effects.
The original violence is unleashed, then
spent; thereafter what is addressed in
ritual is latent violence.
levels are ultimately reducible to, or logically
explained by, the laws of physics and chem-
istry—a claim he criticizes as "inadequate"
and "fundamentally vague." ' Polanyi asks
how higher levels emerge from lower levels.
What causes comprehensive entities with
machine-like functions to develop from non-
living matter? Such entities can no more be
explained or predicted on the basis of physi-
cal chemical laws than Shakespeare's son-
nets can be explained or predicted on the
basis of grammar and alphabet. Polanyi
writes:
The laws governing the particulars in
themselves would never account for the
organizing principles of a higher entity
which they form. [...] No level can gain
control over its own boundary condi-
tions and hence cannot bring into
existence a higher level, the operations
of which would consist in controlling
these boundary conditions.-'^
Accidental mutations play a role in evolution,
but Polanyi writes:
I deny that accidental advantages can
ever add up to the evolution of a new
set of operational principles, as it is not
in their nature to do so.^
Changes of type that lead to new levels of ex-
istence reflect not random chance but drive, an
"autonomous thrust of evolutionary ascent"'
that Polanyi sees as common to all living or-
ganisms: a hunger for discovery, a groping
after the truth in response to "intimations" that
a novel achievement is within reach.
Polanyi envisions the source of this drive
as a "phylogenic field," comparable to the
morphogenetic field that guides an embryo
to maturity. In this field of potentialities, evo-
lutionary achievements
V are drawn to work to-
^ ward their own realiza-
' tion, in the same way
' human beings strain to-
^
ward the discovery of
^
what is still unknown
and beyond reach.
Groping toward higher
levels is an enterprise
^ common to all life, he
argues. Human consciousness is simply the
culmination of an evolutionary drive all be-
ings share toward self-realization and awak-
ening. "An innate affinity for making con-
tact with reality moves our thoughts," he
writes. A common restlessness drives the pro-
tozoan, the chemist, and the religious seeker.
We may envisage then a cosmic field
which called forth all these centres [of
living creatures] by offering them a
short-lived, limited, hazardous
opportunity for making some progress
of their own towards an unthinkable
consummation. And that is also, I
believe, how a Christian is placed when
worshipping God.^
As the crowning achievement and exem-
plar of this upward struggle, human con-
sciousness remains dynamic: a work in
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progress. For Polanyi, there is no arriving,
only striving. Evolving to new levels is a pro-
cess of consolidating and integrating earlier
achievements to serve as a launching-place
for future advances. As this takes place, past
discoveries become present "tacit" knowing:
that wealth of innate skill and understanding
that human persons possess without being
aware of it. They know more—much more
—
than they can tell, Polanyi observes.^ This
pattern, which Polanyi refers to as the "in-
dwelling" of knowledge, is repeated each time
a new skill is mastered, the perfonnance of
which depends in large part on being able to
incorporate earlier achievements without fo-
cusing on them. A piano virtuoso attends
"from" the skills of manual dexterity, acquired
through years of training, "to" the higher level
toward which she is striving: the music, which
both incorporates and transcends mechanics.
For human beings especially, teachers play
a crucial role in what is able to be achieved.
What makes human beings so sophisticated
is precisely their ability to transmit and re-
ceive knowledge—mostly tacit knowledge,
Polanyi says—by observation and imitation.
Such imitation is based on the trust, present
from infancy, that the meaning of what is be-
ing imitated, unknown at the time, will be-
come clear later on. One cannot, by defini-
tion, know what the next level up will be like:
That is beyond one's grasp, and one must trust
that teachers and models, those who beckon
from above, know something new and impor-
tant.
Girard: in the beginning, murder
and mayhem
So when the woman saw that the tree
was good for food, and that it was a
delight to the eyes, and that the tree was
to be desired to make one wise, she
took of its fruit and ate; and she also
gave some to her husband, who was
with her, and he ate. [...] The man
named his wife Eve, because she was
the mother of all the living.
(Gen 3:6, 20)
Polanyi calls attention to the creative dy-
namism of creation, culminating in transcen-
dent human beings capable of universal stan-
dards and timeless aims. This overcoming of
subjective interests by "universal intent," he
writes, is a unique event in the history of the
cosmos and represents a movement to an en-
tirely new level.
The news is not all good, however.
Polanyi was himself keenly aware that human
freedom is often exercised in ways that do not
promote life; that the capacity for elevation
—
spiritual, moral, intellectual, and creative
is at the same time the measure of a capacity
for harm. The same beings who discovered
language, music, and painting also learned,
somewhere along the way, to use weapons.
Is a non-human animal capable of sin?
Most would say not. At what evolutionary
moment, though, does a hominid cease to be
an animal and become a culpable human be-
ing capable of offending God? Is there such
a moment? Physicist and religious philoso-
pher John Polkinghorne speculates that the
shift probably took place gradually, although
in the familiar story from Genesis, it is "re-
membered" as one event:
The Fall is not to be understood as a
single disastrous ancestral act from
which all our troubles How. Yet in the
course of human evolution there must
have been a period of dawning
consciousness of the self, accompanied
by dawning consciousness of God, in
which the former was asserted against
the claims of the latter. The conse-
quences of that turning away from the
divine presence would find embodiment
in resulting cultural and social struc-
tures, thereby propagating from
generation to generation an influence
reinforcing the false assertion of the self
of its autonomy. It is even conceivable
that this would bring about a genetic
bias towards a certain kind of human
nature.... In this way one can under-
stand today what is meant by the
traditional theological concept of an
entail of human sinfulness from which
we need deliverance by God's grace.**
The work of anthropologist Rene Girard
begins at this point in the story of human evo-
lution—at the transition from hominid to hu-
man being—the entry not only into social or-
ganization and culture, but into a world of
good and evil and the radical new state known
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as human freedom. Here, where the animal
self is transcended, Girard would agree, is the
root and source of that "entail of human sin-
fulness" to which the Bible testifies. Girard
would disagree, however, that the original sin
was selfishness. For Girard, sin begins with
the discovery that one can aim a stone and
kill someone.
Throughout most of the natural world,
aggression is associated with survival: with
hunger, self-defense, and social competition.
It serves beneficial functions and is contained
by natural limits. Human violence is distinc-
tive in two ways. One is the "overreaction"
factor: Human beings are much more prone
to aggressive rivalry within their own social
group. Human violence is also distinctive in
that it tends to intensify out of control—to
escalate and spread, often with catastrophic
consequences. This behavior is especially
striking when one considers that the closest
related species are all, as Girard points out,
"peaceable omnivores." What happened?
Why are human beings different? Girard says
that it came about by chance.
During the process of hominization our
ancestors very rapidly became carnivores and
hunters. Strong discharges of adrenaline are
necessary at the critical moment of the hunt.
Once scapegoating was introduced, however, it
quickly turned into the defining reality beyond
which it is difficult or impossible to perceive
alternatives. This insight is the reason why,
from a religious perspective, revelation is so
crucialfor human moral development.
Such discharges can also occur under differ-
ent conditions, as in the middle of a family
group, for example, under the effect of any
sort of disturbance.''
Adrenaline release is very useful and also
very dangerous, often taking the form of ex-
treme rage. Denied outlets, Girard writes, this
rage "tends to turn toward those who are clos-
est and most cherished." '" One can readily
imagine the havoc this would wreak in hu-
man communities unless some means could
be found for keeping rage under control.
The threat is compounded by the human
propensity for turning objects into tools.
Among most species, violent rivalry is rarely
fatal, because fighting leads to injury. It is
difficult to bite, slash, or gore an opponent
without being bitten, slashed, or gored in re-
turn. Once weapons are introduced into con-
flict, natural controls are eliminated. Sud-
denly it is all too easy to inflict fatal injuries.
Among hominids, fights may well have be-
came fights to the death before there were any
social controls in place to prevent this from
happening.
Equally problematic is the human mi-
metic, or imitative, capacity alluded to ear-
lier. This capacity, present in many species
but highly developed in the human, makes the
human brain "a kind of mimetic machine,"
according to Girard." Human behavior is
learned by imitation, he writes; it is the agent
not only of language but of all cultural trans-
mission. This mimetic propensity, which
takes the place of "programmed" behavior,
probably developed in a series of evolution-
a ary steps, during which
infancy was gradually ex-
tended, allowing for
greater brain growth.
According to Girard,
violence probably played
a crucial role in this pro-
cess. Mimesis is an effec-
tive vehicle for transmit-
ting learned behaviors,
enabling hominids to
II make the best use of their
:| enlarged brains. It has a
drawback, however, in that it tends to promote
rivalry and aggression by focusing conta-
giously on desire: "A" wants what "B" has
because it belongs to "B." The story of the
forbidden tree in Genesis, Girard says, is re-
ally about this universal human predicament.
The story begins with mimetic envy and cov-
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etousness; it ends with accusations, recrimi-
nations, and expulsion.
The combination of all these factors
—
volatility, mimetic rivalry, and use of weap-
ons—often must have led to disequilibrium.
Before the advent of culture, according to Gil
Bailie, one hominid's "acquisitive gesture"
could easily trigger a mimetic chain reaction
among the others:
By its very nature mimetic desire is
extremely fickle. It moves from one
object to another as model-rivals
designate these objects as desirable.
Mimetic desires are contagious, and as
they conlaminate the social order, Ihcy
lead to rivalry and violence. At each
stage of this deepening crisis, the
mimetic passions grow more volatile,
more violent, and more responsive to
suggestion.
All of this begins with an acquisi-
tive gesture toward an object thai
awakens other desires for that object.
A number of acquisitive gestures made
toward the same desired object set the
conllict in motion.'-
Among primitive societies, the result
might be a catasfrophic crisis, a melee. But
just such violent mimetic crises may also have
provided the impetus for their opposite, for
culture and social organization, as communi-
ties sought ways to prevent further outbreaks.
The scapegoat mechanism
And when they were out in the field,
Cain rose up against his brother Abel
and killed him.
(Gen 4:8)
Mimesis sets off the crisis, and mimesis
halts the crisis. According to Girardian theory,
it halts the crisis by channeling the aggres-
sions of the group toward one individual.
At the supreme moment of violent dis-
integration, another gesture is minieli-
cally replicated with even more speed
and ferocity than the numerous
acquisitive gestures with which the
crisis got under way. At the moment
when the social frenzy is at its height,
someone designates a rival with a
startling accusatoiy gesture that has,
under the circumstances, an extremely
intense mimetic effect. The melee
becomes a lynch mob."
Whereas the initial acquishive gesture led
to conflict, the accusatory gesture has the op-
posite effect: It leads to social solidarity.
Bailie writes:
This is the turning point, one that can
be accounted for purely in terms of the
mimetic forces that are most likely to
have been in play in proto-cultural
situations.'"*
At the height of the mimetic frenzy, the
singled-out individual is murdered by the mob.
"The social free-for-all" turns into a "commu-
nal exorcism," as the crowd's adrenaline-fu-
eled fury is displaced onto its victim,'^ and in
that moment, conflict is transfomied into una-
nimity. The retributive cycle is halted. How
did it happen? All participated; all are equally
mystified. For the community, the sudden
resolution of the mimetic crisis only confimis
that the victim was responsible for it. The vic-
tim was guilty and is a savior. The victim is
promptly mythologized as a god, the lynch-
ing (and its beneficial effects) memorialized
in ritual. In a strange sequence of events, the
fury of the mob becomes the basis for a new
social order. Girard refers to this event, re-
peated over and over in human communities
across the globe, as the "founding murder."
"Religion is organized around a more or
less violent disavowal of violence," Girard
writes."' Bailie expresses the same paradox,
calling archaic religion "humanity's astonish-
ing instrument for turning murder and mad-
ness into a sacralized bulwark against mur-
der and madness." "
The amalgam of religious awe and
violence that primitive religion exists to
hallow made it possible for archaic
societies to endow certain acts of
violence with religious significance and
thereby to put an end to the relentless
reciprocity into which all violence
otherwise tends to collapse.'^
The three major components of primitive
religion all serve this protective function.
Sacrifice ritually repeats the founding mur-
der and reclaims its beneficial effects. The
original violence is unleashed, then spent;
thereafter what is addressed in ritual is latent
violence. A scapegoat, animal or human, be-
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comes the receptacle for the hostilities "all the
members of the community feel for one an-
other." ''^ As Bailie says bluntly, "The puipose
of sacrifice is to prevent what happens when it
fails."-" Thus, in the Bible's paradigmatic story
of Cain and Abel, the brother who turns to
murder is the one whose bloodless offering
leaves him without a sacrificial outlet.
Laws of prohibition regulate behaviors as-
sociated with mimetic conflict (like covetous-
ness and theft), or en-
force orderly distinctions
(like hierarchy). Such
distinctions are often lost
when people are imitat-
ing each other, con-
sciously or uncon-
sciously. Angry rivals
quickly lose their distinc-
tiveness and become
"doubles," minor images
of each other. Over time, any loss of differen-
tiation may come to be associated with mimetic
discord, prompting groups to devise complex
systems of mles concerning purity and conta-
gion
—
"a refusal of mixed states that looks upon
undifferentiation with horror." -' Underneath
these seemingly pointless prohibitions, says
Girard, the threat of violent conflict is very real.
Tlie third pillar of primitive religion, myth,
functions to conceal and legitimize sacred vio-
lence while preserving the memory of its ben-
eficial effects. The myth assures the commu-
nity that the victim was guilty as charged (a
lie), while honoring him or her as the savior
of the society.
Together, say Girardian thinkers, these
three elements become the underpinnings for
all human culture. Mimesis, after all, is only
conflictual when it spreads. When concen-
trated on a single victim, it has a pacifying
and regulating effect."
Becoming like God
And the Lord said, "What have you
done? Listen; your brother's blood is
crying out to me from the ground!"
(Gen 4.10)
Given the awe surrounding the founding
murder and subsequent acts of sacral violence.
it is to be expected that those who took part
in these events would identify them with a
divine or supernatural power long after the
original event. Communities that follow a
system of sacrificial rites and religious pro-
hibitions do so, not for the cathartic effect,
but in order to please or propitiate the divin-
ity to whom they have attributed that first
catastrophic violence. And it works, says
Girard. Observing religious prohibitions does
Throughout his ministry, Jesus calls on
his followers to turn the old system on its
heady to break Satan's hold on human-
kind by refusing to respond to violence
with violence—in effect, to begin evolu-
tion over, this time with eyes open.
decrease the risk that the cycle of violence
will be renewed, by strengthening the cultural
structure responsible for preventing that vio-
lence. Contrariwise, transgressing those pro-
hibitions can set off a chain reaction that feels
cataclysmic.
Is this the image of God, though, into
which human beings are evolving? Lsn't
something wrong here? Human nature is
fundamentally linked to community. One
cannot think about what it means to be in
God's image without taking social experi-
ence into account. The words of Genesis
even suggest as much: "Let us make human-
kind in our image, according to our likeness."
Whatever referent of "us" and "our" is un-
derstood. Holy Trinity or heavenly court, it
suggests a God whose very nature is social,
seeking fellowship.
Yet the heart of the social experience for
human beings, Girardian thinkers say, is mur-
der. What is to be made of this paradox?
Perhaps, in fact, it is not such a paradox. Per-
haps this social dimension of the God-image
is evolving along with the species. Scape-
goating came about, after all, to limit violence,
at a time when human beings were hardly
human yet. Once scapegoating was intro-
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duced, however, it quickly turned into the
defining reality beyond which it is difficult
or impossible to perceive alternatives. This
insight is the reason why, from a religious
perspective, revelation is so crucial for hu-
man moral development. Without the pro-
phetic word that comes from "outside" our
limited reality to challenge and liberate, hu-
man beings remain powerless to change de-
structive patterns.
Jesus^ social behavior rejects the false
determinism of history and reveals the
potency ofhuman freedom in service to
God, even in the midst of the mob, as he
takes upon himself the scapegoat^s ancient
loneliness and dehumanization.
The Hebrew Bible is unique, according
to Girard, in its challenge to scapegoating. In
it is found the first stripping away of the myth
surrounding the victim mechanism, the first
unmasking of the truth. "What have you
done?" God says Cain, in a theme that recurs
throughout the Hebrew Bible, persistently if
not always consistently. The story ofAbraham
and Isaac has animal sacrifice taking the place
of child sacrifice as part of human religious
evolution. The Decalogue sets strict limits
on mimetic rivalry, making devotion to God
the path of peace. The prophets attack the three
great pillars of primitive religion—sacrifice,
mythology, and prohibition, "the primitive
conception of the law as a form of obsessive
differentiation"'^—demanding, instead, jus-
tice for the powerless, the outsider, the op-
pressed. Indeed, according to Girard, pro-
phetic Judaism and Chiistianity are the only
religions in the history of the world that rest
on a rejection of founding murder.-^ As the
Bible unfolds, the call to take the side of the
marginalized becomes more and more clear,
like a rumble getting gradually louder.
With the gospels, says Girard, the
scapegoating mechanism is finally defini-
tively unmasked, the lie exposed. The truth
about violence is laid out—in Jesus' life, in
his death, and in his victory over death, pro-
claimed by the followers who had, not long
before, sided with his persecutors. In effect,
God has intei'vened to overcome the determin-
ism of evolution, inaugurating a new human
being not bound by the old system of
scapegoating, murder, and cover-up.
The gospels' confrontation with evil begins
with the temptation in the desert, in which Jesus
rejects the path of vio-
lent domination, in favor
of an active reliance on
God. In so doing, he
asserts his freedom from
a human culture rooted
in violence, whose orga-
nizing principle he de-
nounces as "Satan." -^
Throughout his minis-
try. Jesus calls on his
followers li) turn the old system on its head, to
break Satan's hold on humankind by refusing
to respond to violence with violence—in ef-
fect, to begin evolution over, this time with eyes
open. It is perhaps for this reason that the way
of the gospel is invariably the way of paradox
and the overturning of tables. To live into God
as Jesus taught is to live with tensions and con-
tradictions, to live as new human beings in an
old and dying culture.
This old culture is rooted in self-decep-
tion: in particular, the belief that victims are
deserving of violence and that God sides with
the persecutors. Girard says that when Jesus
calls Satan the "father of lies" (Jn 8:44), he is
challenging his culture's self-deception.''' In
the mechanism of the founding murder, Sa-
tan represents both the diabolos—the sower
of division, the seductive power of mimetic
rivalry from which only God can free us
—
and satan, Hebrew for "accuser"—in other
words, the scapegoating tendency of the mob.
The stand Jesus takes is, thus, not merely
against violence, but against that obsessive
differentiation that makes harmonious rela-
tions dependent on finger-pointing, exclusion,
and the impulse to get rid of whatever threat-
ens. In its place, he offers a peace that "passes
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human understanding," because it comes from
outside iiuman culture in order to confront that
cuhure once and for all.''
The life and teaching of Jesus is why the
New Testament insists that human history,
indeed creation itself, begins over with Christ,
the "second Adam." So, the prologue to
John's gospel begins the story over at the be-
ginning—this time from the point of view of
the invisible, unrecognized Logos, the God
who identifies with victims.-**
In the beginning was the Word.... He
was in the world, and the world came
into being through him; yet the world
did not know him.
(John 1:1, 10)
Whereas the Genesis account has God expel-
ling Adam and Eve from his presence, John
tells a different story:
He came to what was his own, and his
own people did not receive him.
(John 1:11)
Jesus' social behavior rejects the false
determinism of history and reveals the po-
tency of human freedom in service to God,
even in the midst of the mob, as he takes upon
himself the scapegoat's ancient loneliness and
dehumanization. Every element of the Pas-
sion is connected to "every ritual on the
planet," asserts Girard:
...the preliminary trial, the derisive
crowd, the grotesque honors accorded
to ihe victim, the particular role played
by chance, ...the degrading punishment
that takes place outside the holy city in
order not to contaminate it.-''
This time, however, the effect is not to shore
up sacrificial violence, but to unmask it. Lib-
erated by Jesus' resurrection, witnesses pro-
claim to any who will listen that the crucified
man was innocent, like so many before him.
God's self-appointed executioners (and we iU'e
all, to vmying degrees, implicated) are invited
to see themselves as we really are, not instru-
ments of divine justice but scapegoaters and
persecutors of the unprotected.
The Cross intercedes in history in the fomi
of devastating insight. As the gospel procla-
mation spreads, evolution's grim secret is de-
clared openly, demythologizing and exposing
our complicity in the persecutions that have
been carried out "since the foundation of the
world" (Mt 13:35). hi fact, it is working. Over
the centuries, the power of the founding mur-
der, which depends on delusion, has been
steadily eroded by an awareness that cannot
be driven out. Persecution evokes automatic
suspicion, in everyone: Unable to believe the
lies persecutors tell, others find themselves
siding with the victims. This, says Girard, is
a direct result of the Cross working in history.
This eye-opening activity of God unfolds
slowly, almost invisibly, not by force but by
invitation and, as it were, by the persuasive
power of discovery, hi other words, it takes
place as all evolution does, whether physical,
historical, or moral: by creatures groping in the
darkness, adjusting to new conditions, com-
ing to sudden discoveries, repeating errors, liv-
ing into new skills and new ways of knowing.
The effects are still unfolding, in ways
both good and terrible. The old system is
dying—not quietly but convulsively. Large-
scale slaughter and even genocide take the
place of the occasional efficacious sacrifice
as social groups try desperately to create the
same effects of unanimity and harmony. This
is inevitable, says Girard, but the outcome is
by no means assured. The human species can
choose the alternative, the way modeled by
Jesus—or they can destroy themselves. It is
not clear which path they will take.
Conclusion: dwelling in and
breaking out
How does the species live into the new
way of "human being" embodied in Christ?
I end this paper where I began, with the in-
sights of Michael Polanyi. To become like
Christ, one must indwell Christ's life and
teaching.
Religion, considered as an act of
worship, is an indwelling rather than an
affirmation. God... exists only in the
sense that he is to be worshipped and
obeyed, but not otherwise—any more
than truth, beauty, or justice exist as
facts. All these, like God, are things
which can be apprehended only in
serving thcm.^"
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In this sense, Christian being is Uke all
true knowledge: To understand it at all, one
must "become it." One knows by incarnat-
ing—theories, fact, language, culture, moral-
ity. That is why acceptance of moral teach-
ing is called "interiorization," Polanyi re-
marks. "" We imitate, we reheitrse; gradually
we are changed. As Drusilla Scott writes,
whatever we dwell in, outside ourselves, be-
comes a part of our thinking and knowing.'''
Applied to Christian disciples, this is what
Paul calls "being in Christ." Girard calls it
positive mimesis. When the human capacity
for imitation is applied to others on the same
level as ourselves, rivalry results. When, how-
ever, it is directed toward someone at a much
higher level, such as Jesus or the saints, the
result is not rivalry but spiritual advancement.
This is one reason the Church plays such a
crucial role in transforming culture. Human
persons need role models!
If one focuses too much on the particu-
lars, as commonly happens with faith and re-
ligious practice, one loses touch with that
higher truth. ^^ The task is to remain open to
new knowledge
—
yet not too open, lest it be
overwhelming. Tradition and responsiveness
to the Spirit are needed; frameworks for as-
similating experience are needed, and the flex-
ibility to adapt them when experience
changes. ""^ Polanyi calls this "dwelling in and
breaking out." Forms and traditions are
indwelt, in order to go beyond them to deeper,
more universal meaning.
Above all, it is necessary to have the free-
dom to grope after the truth of God, and to let
others grope in their own way. "People need
a purpose that bears on eternity." ^'^ For
Polanyi, this means learning to live with one's
moral shortcomings and those of society
—
not rushing to perfect, prohibit, or punish, but
allowing room for God to work in it all, and
letting religion be itself, free of materialism's
"absurd detemiinist viewpoint." '"' As Paul
wrote to the recalcitrant Corinthians:
So we do not lose heart. Even though
our outer nature is wasting away, our
inner nature is being renewed day by
day. For this slight momentary af-
fliction is preparing us for an eternal
weight of glory beyond all measure,
because we look not at what can be
seen but at what cannot be seen. For
what can be seen is temporary, but what
cannot be seen is eternal.
(2 Cor 4: 16-18)
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